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Abstract 
Many companies are, in general, poor at learning from failure. Faulting employee would not to disclose his/her defect 
because employee feels fear to be blamed and shame of being recognized that he/she have made a defect. An 
engineering company in Japan has established their way to learn from failure and done it well. They have never 
repeated same failure they reviewed through their way since they established, according to the president in the 
company. Authors explore how they overcome the feeling of shame in the company, and find that sympathy to 
colleague is a key factor for success in the learning-from-failure activity in the company. 
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1. Introduction 
There are 3.35milion companies in Japan and 99.7% of them are small and medium companies1. Many of them 
have been not only improving business performance in their current business but also seeking new business to make 
more money. Their attempt for improvement and new business have led Japan to one of the world largest economic 
countries after the World War II. 
Thus it is quite important to challenge new business in the mature economic society of Japan although it is not so 
easy to succeed in it. There are, however, few practical referential case to achieve the successful goal effectively and 
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efficiently. Consequently, some attempts result in success while others do not. According to the study2 in Japan, half 
of the companies which challenged new business have experience to fail. The reason for them was lack of 
organizational capability; for instance, problems in employee education and recruiting (25.1%), and low sill (22.9%)2. 
Nonetheless, it is still important to continue challenging new attempt for their business performance by improving 
organizational capability. In addition, it is also important to avoid same failure3 at the next challenge.  It is therefore 
crucial to learn from failure. Some companies invested in human resource development to learn from failure in daily 
tasks and failures of the initiatives4.  
In the reality, most organizations seem to do a poor job of learning from failures4, 5.  When a person makes a mistake, 
he/she can personally reflect and learn from it to keep himself/herself from the same mistake. In case of a mistake in 
organization, they must learn from it in organization involving their colleague to avoid the same mistake. Employee 
would not to disclose his/her defect because employee feels fear to be blamed and shame of being recognized that 
he/she have made a defect.  Thus it is more difficult to do organization learning from failure. 
There is a unique company in Japan, which established their own way to learn from failure and has managed well 
doing learning from failure. According to the president and a director in the company, they have never repeated the 
same failures which they reviewed and reflected through their system since they established it in 2005. They 
accumulated 41 failure case studies and lessons learned in their knowledge sharing plat form.  
And they have made new business by proposing their customers by applying the lessons learned through their 
learning-from-failure activity. Since they work with and sometimes do a task instead of their customers, customers 
could make a same defect the company made. Thus lessons learned through their learning-from-failure activity are 
also important information for their customers to avoid the same defects. Their customers therefore welcome and 
appreciate their proposal. And the company gets more trust from customer and engages continuous contract with 
customer even when they make a defect.  
Failure is, needless to say, something for the company to avoid, but it is also sometimes a chance to learn for 
enhancing their capability from another perspective. 
The purpose of this paper is to introduce the company, and explore a success factor for their learning-from-failure 
activity in the company. 
The reminder of this paper is following; First of all, the learning-from-failure activity in the company is introduced 
in the following chapter. And we review related studies in chapter3. And we define research question in this paper in 
chapter4. And we introduce a methodology to approach the research question.in chapter5. And we describe the data 
collection for this study in chapter6. Then we do analysis with the data and show result of the analysis in chapter7. 
We discuss the result in chpter8. We conclude this paper in chapter 9. 
2. Case 
In this section, we introduce the unique company, which has succeeded in establishing their own way to learn from 
failure. And they interestingly have never repeated same failure after reviewing the failure through their system, 
according to the president and a director in the company. The following statements are introduced in our other papers6, 
7, 8, 9, but we beg to allow us to cite the description again here for the sake of readers’ better understanding. 
 
2.1. Corporate Profile 
The name of the company is Sangikyo Corporation. They were founded in 1965 primarily as a company which 
dealt with engineering services for installation and maintenance of microwave communication systems. The company 
adopted more Western standards and developed a unique corporate mentality and work ethic which was built around 
being a knowledge-based company.  
The chairperson in the company thought new challenge sometimes led them failure, but also thought it important 
to avoid repeating the same failure. Sangikyo Corporation started to organize task force team to learn from failures 
in 2005, aim of which was improving their organizational capability to establish their position as a prime contractor. 
When a defect occurred, they organized a task force team in order to reflect and learn something from it. They 
accumulated 41 failure cases and lessons learned from them since 2005, when the chairperson made a decision to 
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start it. Mr. Sengoku, the president, and Mr.Tokunaga, a director at Sangikyo Corporation emphasized that they never 
had the same failure they examined in the task forces since they started the system.  
It was notable that Sangikyo Corporation eventually succeeded in achieving thirty-five times profit in six years, 
although they did not have sales persons or sales divisions in their company. 
2.2. Failure discussed in the task force activity 
There were two types of issues to be discussed in task force. The first one was incident, such as human error, which 
causes failure, for example, an employee negligently turned power off, an employee negligently started an auto-truck 
to break a cable, and an employee left a personal computer in a train. In such cases, the employee/s who made 
incidents, as a rule, had to report it to the company as soon as possible through their knowledge sharing platform, 
and then company executives were notified it through automatically forwarded mobile phone-mail. Serious incident 
which could cause significant failure was pointed by the board, and were analyzed and discussed to avoid repeating 
it in a task force team. 
The other one was fault like financial loss of project, delay of delivery and/or fault like error reporting in a business. 
They were also pointed by the board, and were analyzed and discussed to avoid repeating it in a task force team. 
2.3. Learning Process 
There were two types of issues to be discussed in task force. The first one was incident, such as human error, which 
causes failure, for example, an employee negligently turned power off, an employee negligently started an auto-truck 
to break a cable, and an employee left a personal computer in a train. In such cases, the employee/s who made 
incidents, as a rule, had to report it to the company as soon as possible through their knowledge sharing platform, 
and then company executives were notified it through automatically forwarded mobile phone-mail. Serious incident 
which could cause significant failure was pointed by the board, and were analyzed and discussed to avoid repeating 
it in a task force team. 
The other one was fault like financial loss of project, delay of delivery and/or fault like error reporting in a business. 
They were also pointed by the board, and were analyzed and discussed to avoid repeating it in a task force team. 
2.4. Knowledge Sharing 
A report of a task force team was released to all the employees through their knowledge sharing platform. The 
report included verification, causal analysis and countermeasures of failure, and in which all data including name of 
leader in task force and customer, and number of lost money was revealed. 
At the same time, they also disclosed the report to the customer who was suffered from the failure, and they got 
trust and further business from the customer again. Since in general, a lot of customers did not have enough knowledge 
to avoid repeating the same failure. It was appreciated that Sangikyo Corporation volunteers to disclose the reports 
to customer. 
2.5. Knowledge Utilization 
All the employees were able to browse the reports through their knowledge sharing platform anywhere. Since not 
only employees related to task force but also employees from other divisions browsed the reports, they reviewed the 
reports to avoid repeating the same failures when they engaged in a similar project. Project leader in a similar project 
sometimes asked directly the employee who wrote the report through e-mail and phone call. In case that unexperienced 
employees were assigned to a similar project, experienced employee and/or their supervisor often suggested them to 
check the reports before doing a task. In the meantime, they avoided repeating the same failure. 
In the cases that caused negative impact on the company due to relatively large amount of money loss, the reports 
were not only disclosed through their knowledge sharing platform but also explained in a corporate event where the 
president communicated with the employees. 
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2.6. Appraisal System  
Sangikyo Corporation implemented the appraisal system called skill-based competency evaluation, in which 
employee was graded by skill, annual targets were set with the grade and they were evaluated by the set criteria with 
transparency. It had four competency criteria like personality, operational skill, human skill and conceptual skill. The 
employees were evaluated not only their based on achievement but also on the competency criteria. Hence if 
unfortunately, an employee faulted, he/she received a negative evaluation in terms of achievement. But he/she received 
a positive evaluation if he/she managed a task force team well, analyzed and reports well, because he/she was 
considered as a skilled employee. In addition, employees’ bonus relied more on company performance than on 
individual performance. 
Actually, for instance, some employee promoted after he/she played an outstanding role of leader in a task force 
team. And a leader who took responsibility in a task force was rewarded when same failure did not occur for a certain 
period. 
2.7. Executive Message 
Company executives in Sangikyo Corporation tried to build their capability for new business development by 
applying learnings in task forces. The chairperson Mr.Sengoku, for instance, repeatedly encouraged the employees 
to try new business by sending them his message; 
“Even if we lost 50millilon yen in this project, we should learn something from this project. I could believe it 
success if we lost 30million yen in a next project, because we could improve by 20million yen by learning from 
this project.” This message led the employees to try a new business and not to think it so negative that the 
employee had to play a leaders’ role in a task force team when he/she faulted and/or made a mistake.” 
Company executives made a proposal to their customer in order to engage new business, in which a learning from 
failure was applied. The president, for example, not only apologized to the customer but also proposed to the customer 
to improve their facilities, when an employee made a mistake to turn off power. It was because the task force team 
concluded that it could set off a similar accident unless the customer renewed the facilities. Through these behavior, 
Sangikyo Corporation was appreciated and received more trust from the customer, and they continuously made an 
engagement with them. 
3. Literature Review 
3.1. Respective Studies 
Knowledge is being increasingly recognized as the most important resource in organization and a key 
differentiating factor in business today, and it is also increasingly accepted that knowledge management can lead 
innovation and improve business performance in organizations10. And most of us would accept organization learn 
from experience and accumulate it as knowledge. Madsen and Desai11 say that organization is able to learn more 
effectively from failure than successes, that knowledge from failure depreciates more slowly than one from success, 
and that prior stocks of experience and the magnitude of failure influence how effectively organizations can learn 
from various forms of experience. 
Most organizations however, do a poor job of learning from failure4, 5. Carmeli and Schaubroeck12 indicate that 
learning from failure is an important facilitator of preparedness for both present and prospective crises. 
Edmondson3 suggests as follow; 
The wisdom of learning from failure is incontrovertible. Yet organizations that do it well are extraordinarily 
rare. This gap is not due to a lack of commitment to learning. Most managers want to help their 
organizations learn from failures to improve future performance.  
Cameli13 suggests barrier for learning from failure like following; 
Failure and fault are virtually inseparable in most households, organizations, and cultures. Every child 
learns at some point that admitting failure means taking the blame. That is why so few organizations have 
shifted to a culture of psychological safety in which the rewards of learning from failures can be fully 
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realized. When you feel psychologically safe, learning from failures is enabled.  
But even companies that have invested significant money and effort on becoming leaning organization with ability 
to learn from failure struggle when it comes to the day-to-day mindset and activities of learning from failure14. 
Ardichvili and Page and Wentling15 study motivation and barriers for knowledge-sharing and suggested it is 
necessary to develop various type of trust for removing the barriers. Li and Chang, et al.16 test previous studies and 
conclude strong tie in organization, trust and common cognition are influencing factors for knowledge transfer. 
McLaughlin, Paton and Macbeth17 find that barriers impact on organizational learning take place at process level 
rather than organizational level. Ranjbarfard, Aghdasi, et al.18 suggest barriers of knowledge generation, storage, 
distribution and application are different between organizations such as gas and petroleum. Hence the result we can 
have from this paper may be applicable only to the case company. 
Reputation and altruism are factors to encourage people to share their knowledge. Chang and Chuang19, Wang and 
Hou20 and Chumg, Cooke, Fry and Hung21 also suggest that reputation and altruism are extremely precious rewards 
for people to encourage to share their knowledge. 
3.2. Our Past Studies on the Company 
Authors have already studied the learning-from-failure activity in the company in three points of aspects. The first 
one is corporate strategy point of view. In this perspective, they studied the relationship between the learning-from-
failure activity and the corporate strategy in the company. The second one is learning process point of view. In this 
perspective, they studied the keys for success in the learning-from-failure activity in the company from the point of 
learning process. The third one is the way how they overcame difficulties in learning-from-failure activity. In this 
perspective, they explored effective ways to get employee recognize rationality of learning-from-failure and 
participate in it. 
First, the authors studied the learning-from-failure activity in terms of the corporate strategy in the company22, 23. 
They suggested that the learning-from-failure activity was the core initiative of the operational strategy in the company. 
 Second, the authors studied the keys for success in the learning-from-failure activity with qualitative research 6, 7, 
28. They applied DEMO (Design and Engineering Methodology for Organization)24 to investigate the keys for success 
in it. They suggested that sympathy among the employees and autonomy were the keys for success in the learning-
from-failure activity in the company. 
Third, the authors also studied how they overcame difficulties in the learning-from-failure activity in the company 
with quantitative data9, 25.  They studied how employees in the company recognized the rationality of the learning-
from-failure activity, and also studied how employees in the company overcame feeling of shame toward disclosing 
their defect to colleague, in terms of organization contribution and individual skill enhancement. And they suggested 
organization contribute was more effective than individual matter to rationality recognition and shame overcome. 
The authors studied the learning-from-failure activity in the company from three points view, but they are still 
wondering whether feeling of sympathy among employee can reduce feeling of shame toward participating in the 
learning-from-failure activity. And they also still wondering whether feeling of sympathy among employee can both 
feeling of shame toward participating in the learning-from-failure activity and willingness to participate in it as well. 
Thus we will study the two issues in this paper. 
4. Research Question and Hypothesis 
Our general research question is “Why does employee in the company participate in the learning-from-failure 
activity regardless difficulties with it?” 
We mentioned two wondering issues in the previous chapter. We explore answer for the issues with the hypotheses 
as following; 
Hypthesis1: Feeling of sympathy among employee can reduce feeling of shame toward participating in the 
learning-from-failure activity. 
Hypthesis2:  Feeling of sympathy among employee can both feeling of shame toward participating in the learning-
from-failure activity and willingness to participate in it as well. 
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5. Method 
The purpose of this paper has been to explore a success factor for their learning-from-failure activity in the company. 
Our general research question, in particular, is “Why does employee in the company participate in the learning-from-
failure activity regardless difficulties with it?” 
We conduct a quantitative research to find answer for the question. We formed hypotheses in the previous chapter. 
And we design and conduct a questionnaire investigation in the unique company which has done well in learning from 
failure, and analyze result with an analytical software and discuss it. 
6. Data Collection 
We conducted questionnaire investigation from September 14, 2015 to October 6, 2015 in the company. We asked 
900 employees to answer the questionnaire through particular webpages on the Internet. 
The questionnaire was composed with 78 questions, in which research participants selected a number from -3 
(Strongly disagree) to +3 (Strongly agree) composed as Likert scale. 
As a result, 829 employees in the company responded the questionnaire, which meant we achieved a response rate 
of above 92%. 
7. Analysis and Result 
7.1. Analytical Method 
We conducted covariance structure analysis with the data with IBM SPSS Version 23. Since the analysis aimed at 
examining personal feelings toward their learning from failure, we should analyze the data which was collected from 
employees who knew their learning activity from failure in detail.  
7.2. Sympathy and Feeling of Shame 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, we hypothesized that feeling of sympathy among employee can reduce 
feeling of shame toward participating in the learning-from-failure activity, as Hypothesis 1. 
The latent variable of feeling of sympathy among employee is composed of three observed variables like; 
z If my colleague makes a same defect as one I made, I feel sad 
z If my colleague makes a same defect as mine, they feel regret 
z They know I struggle with my defect 
The latent variable of feeling of shame toward defect disclosure is composed of three observed variables like; 
z I feel shame to accept leader’s job in the task force team 
z I hesitate to become a member of the task force team 
z I feel shame that my colleague read my failure report 
The result of covariance structure analysis for Hypothesis1 is shown in Figure1. 
The fitness of the model is good, as CFI is 0.991 and RESEA is 0.036. 
The result shows that the feeling of sympathy among employee negatively affects feeling of shame toward 
participating in the learning-from-failure. This means that Hypothesis1 is supported. 
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Fig. 1 Sympathy and Shame  (***: p<0.01) 
7.3. Sympathy, Feeling of Shame and Willingness to Participate in the learning-from-failure activity 
This section examines Hypothesis2; Feeling of sympathy among employee can both feeling of shame toward 
participating in the learning-from-failure activity and willingness to participate in it as well. 
We make a model for Hypothesis2. The latent variable of sympathy is the same as the one in the model for 
Hypothesis1. And the latent variable of feeling of shame toward defect disclosure is also the same as the one in the 
model for Hypothesis1. 
The latent variable of intention to participate in the learning-from-failure activity in the company is composed of 
three observed variables like; 
z I am honoured to contribute to the company performance improvement by participating in the learning-
from-failure activity 
z I would like to disclose my defect in order to improve company performance 
z I am glad to receive a positive feedback toward my report from my colleagues. 
The result of covariance structure analysis for Hypothesis2 is shown in Figure2. As fitness of the model, CFI is 
0.963 and RESEA is 0.060. 
 
Fig. 2  Sympathy, Feeling of Shame and Willingness to Participate in the learning-from-failure activity (***: p<0.01) 
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The result shows that the feeling of sympathy among employee negatively affects the feeling of shame toward 
defect disclosure in the learning-from-failure activity and positively affects the intention to participate in it 
simultaneously. And the fitness of the model is acceptable although it is not enough. Thus Hypothesis2 is not rejected. 
8. Discussion 
As the result, Hypothesis1 is supported. Those who feel sympathy toward colleague have lower feeling of shame 
to disclose their defect in the learning-from-failure activity in the company.  
In the questionnaire investigation, we asked a question like “Do you feel sad if your colleague makes the same 
defect you make?” 43% out of all the participants answered “weakly agree,” “agree” or “strongly agree” as Figure 
3shows. 
 
Fig. 3 Do you feel sad if your colleague makes the same defect you make? 
In this company, employees execute their job as a group work, and they are repeatedly assigned to similar job. And 
their colleagues can engage in a similar job. Even though an employee successfully achieves his/her task today, he/she 
can tomorrow make a same defect which his/her colleague makes. There is mutual benefit to share their job experience, 
even which is a failure experience. Thus those who have sympathy toward colleague tend not to feel weaker shame 
toward sharing his/her fault experience in the learning-from-failure activity in the company. 
Hypothesis2 is not rejected. From the result, we find that those who have sympathy toward colleague not only feel 
weaker shame toward sharing his/her fault experience but also have positive intention to participate in the learning-
from-failure activity in the company.  
When we interpret the result, employees in the company seem to have strong tie among them. Thus there is altruism 
in the company, and it can accelerate the learning-from-failure activity7.  On the contrary, there seem to be a kind of 
deal. We can assume that it is because an employee is not able to receive beneficial information to avoid defect unless 
he/she willingly disclose his/her faulting experience to colleague so that they have an intention to participate in the 
learning-from-failure activity to honestly disclose it in front of colleague. 
9. Conclusion 
Many companies are, in general, poor at learning from failure. Faulting employee would not to disclose his/her 
defect because employee feels fear to be blamed and shame of being recognized that he/she have made a defect. An 
engineering company in Japan has established their way to learn from failure and done it well. They have never 
repeated same failure they reviewed through their way since they established, according to the president in the 
company. Authors explore how they overcome the feeling of shame in the company, and find that sympathy to 
colleague is a key factor for success in the learning-from-failure activity in the company. 
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This study was just a pilot survey, because the finding in this paper relies on a single company. Ranjbarfard, 
Aghdasi, et al. 18 suggest barriers of knowledge generation, storage, distribution and application are different from 
industries. Since we just tried a study in a company in a wireless engineering industry, we are not able to generalize 
the findings. And the company is a company in Japan, which may have a particular kind of company culture and/or 
be affected by a particular Japanese society. We are now planning to do a similar empirical research in a Japanese 
manufacturing company. We should study more companies and relationship with company and national culture to 
generalize the findings beyond this study. 
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